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What is airspace and how does it work?

Our airspace is a key part of our national infrastructure.

Although you can’t physically see it, the airspace above our heads is 
divided into complex structures to enable its many different users, from 
commercial airliners to military jets and private pilots, to fly safely.

In controlled airspace, the type of airspace primarily used by airlines, 
air traffic controllers manage the airspace to deliver safe and efficient 
operations based on an aircraft’s flight plan and wishes of the pilot. They 
decide the safest and most efficient routing for every aircraft (taking into 
account aspects like weather and other aircraft), within the scope of the 
airspace design structure.

What is the CAP1616 airspace design change 
process? 

CAP1616 was launched in January 2018 and is the process we at the 
Civil Aviation Authority use to make decisions on proposals to change the 
design of the UK’s airspace.

It is an evidence-based system that was designed in consultation with 
stakeholders to be fair, transparent, consistent and proportionate. 

The process has seven stages and four gateway sign-offs that give greater 
certainty that the change sponsor is following the process correctly. It 
places emphasis on the importance of engagement with people and 
organisations affected by airspace changes.

It is not designed to be a referendum of views but it is the process by 
which we gather the evidence to make a decision fairly having considered 
the views of all the various stakeholder groups, in accordance with our 
duties in Section 70 of the Transport Act 2000.

A key pillar of the transparency of CAP1616 is the online airspace portal 
found at https://airspacechange.caa.co.uk/. Here, airspace changes are 
submitted and monitored, stakeholder comments can be made, and 
viewed, and relevant documentation can be inspected.

It is important stakeholders participate in the CAP1616 process and we 
encourage everyone to engage with the organisation proposing a change 
to the airspace (known as a change sponsor in CAP1616) whenever 
possible.
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CAP 1616: Roles and responsibilities

UK Civil Aviation Authority 
•	 The CAA is the airspace regulator and primary decision-maker, responsible 

for administering the airspace change process and providing guidance on the 
process to stakeholders.

•	 It is not responsible for developing airspace designs or instigating airspace 
changes.

•	 It is bound by statutory duties, must adhere to directions, and take in to 
account environmental guidance provided by the Secretary of State.

•	 The CAA runs the online airspace portal where airspace changes are 
submitted and monitored, stakeholder comments can be made, and relevant 
documentation can be viewed.

The change sponsor
•	 The change sponsor owns the 

airspace change proposal and 
is responsible for developing 
it, including taking into account 
feedback from relevant 
stakeholders.

•	 Anyone can sponsor an airspace 
change proposal – although it is 
typically an airport or air navigation 
service provider.

Stakeholders
•	 Stakeholders who may be impacted 

by airspace changes can engage 
with change sponsors on all aspects 
of a proposal.

•	 Engagement in the first two stages 
is designed to be at a representative 
level but all stakeholders need to be 
consulted formally on a proposal at 
the consultation stage (Stage 3).

•	 Generally, the change sponsor 
collates all the stakeholder views 
and presents these to the Civil 
Aviation Authority. In some cases, 
stakeholders are also able to make 
their views known directly to the 
Civil Aviation Authority before it 
makes its decision at a Public 
Evidence Session.

Parliament & government
•	 Parliament and the Government are 

responsible for setting the CAA’s 
statutory objectives, outlining the Civil 
Aviation Authority’s functions and 
responsibilities and providing it with 
any further guidance.

•	 For certain types of airspace change, 
the Secretary of State may also 
decide to call-in a particular airspace 
change proposal and to make a 
decision instead of the Civil Aviation 
Authority.

Independent Commission on Civil 
Aviation Noise (ICCAN)
•	 ICCAN is the independent UK body 

responsible for creating, compiling 
and disseminating best practice to the 
aviation industry on the management 
of civil aviation noise and advising 
government in this area.

•	 Within the airspace change 
process, ICCAN’s role is to provide 
best-practice guidance on noise 
management techniques and on the 
accessibility of noise information.

•	 We expect change sponsors to be 
mindful of ICCAN’s role and guidance 
throughout the process and to factor 
it into a proposal where relevant.
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